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[Letter 3: 1836 from Shaw to James Kent] 
 
Boston 9 May 1836 
Hon James Kent, [D___] 
I have received from your publisher 
a copy of the third edition of your  
Commentaries, which you have 
been kind enough to present to me; 
and I beg to assure you that I accept it 
with the highest gratification, and re- 
garding the gift as such expression of kindness 
 [ ] [ ], as well for myself as the  
court with which I am connected 
I consider [ ] from it yourself it as a very 
distinguished honor. 
 The regret which was universally 
felt by the legal profession, & to a considera- 
ble extent by the Community, when 
by the operation of an extraordinary 
provision of the amended Constitution 
of your state, you seem prematurely 
withdrawn, from the exercise of those 
high judicial duties, in which you have 
been so long & so successfully engaged, in  
was I know much softened, when it 
was understood that, you were placed 
in a situation in which your learning and 
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experience would still be beneficial to the 
world; but when it was found that their labors 
had resulted in a work so extremely and 
permanently useful to the American 
Community, embodying the results & [several words illegible], I believe it is not to much  
to say, that this original [ ] was 
[ ], & that your early retirement 
from the Bench, in the full maturity of 
your powers, was to be regarded as one of 
the [crossout] instances, educing [ ] from it, 
in which [several words illegible]. It 
has no doubt been the concern of bringing 
your work before the public, and such a work 
was very much wanted. It is not only wisely 
calculated to furnish an accurate knowledge 
of the principles of the common law, which  
are so deeply [ ] into the system 
of the laws of all the United States but 
to give a character of nobility, har- 
mony & unity to the principles of 
all the states. 
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 It has often occurred to me, that it would be 
well for every professional man, occasionally 
throughout his whole professional life, to read 
some elementary work with care & atten- 
tion, as a whole. When we [full] en- 
gage in the study of the law, & read an ele- 
mentary work, the whole is new & [ ] 
much is not fully comprehended in all 
its relations, proportions & [bearings], & nothing 
more than a general outline remains in 
[ ] [as the meaning]. When we engage 
in practice, if we do it with [proper] zeal & [pride] [molding] the whole power of the 
mind to one [side] of a question, we reach 
for [ ] & seek out every remote analogy 
to maintain or controvert some legal propo- 
sition, & are in danger of losing sight 
of the general principles of the law as 
a whole, & get distorted views of subjects.  
And even as judges, applying the law 
to particular cases, though we are not in dan- 
ger from the [ ] greater, of getting 
one a dire view of the law, yet there 
are dangers of another kind. The 
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is [called] only to [ ] particular ques- 
tions, these are [proffered] with great zeal & 
[pr___], using consideration which 
makes in favor of a particular justification 
is currently supported, & all the authorities 
are so arranged to the benefit to him after 
it, & everything which makes [ ] it 
is disregarded or kept out of sight. To be sure 
if this is well done on both sides, which 
does not always happen, a judge may generally 
come to form a pretty satisfactory opinion 
upon the particular point in judgment be- 
fore him. One effect of this is to give 
to each party a degree of prominence & importance 
disproportionate to their real importance, 
whilst many others of equal [interest] 
importance, but [ ] having under- 
gone the same kind of discussion are 
in a manner overlooked & forgotten.  
It has appeared to me therefore, that in 
order to correct these tendencies and 
to acquire & [forever] acknowledge [ ] [ ] & even of the 
law as a science [ ] & natural system harmonious whole, it would 
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 be well for every one concerned with legal 
[powers], either as an advocate coun- 
selor or judge, occasionally to devote him- 
self to the study of a systematic, accurate 
& elementary treatise work, treating the law as 
a compendious system of rules & principles exhibiting it all its [representing] 
& true proportions, connecting it [our parts], 
filling up the outlines & exhibiting it as an 
entire & harmonious whole. It appears 
to me that to the American jurist your 
work is well suited to meet this want, 
and therefore while it is well adopted to 
aid the student, in acquiring a knowledge 
of first principles and to assist the 
young practitioner in applying them 
to actual cases it is also admirably 
adapted to promote the improvement  
of that of all ages devoted to legal 
pursuits, who feel it important to de- 
vote [appropriate] some time to their own per- 
sonal improvement & progress, in the  
[true men] of the law, in that [required] 
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to particular [contested] questions. With these 
views, it will offer me great satisfaction to be able 
to read your work through systematically, which I  
shall certainly endeavour to do, as early as 
other demands on my time will admit. 
 With an expression of the gratitude which I 
feel in common with the whole community 
for the service done them in the production of a 
work of so much merit & usefulness, & my per- 
sonal thanks for the kindly regard in sending 
me a copy of your work, I am truly very res- 
pectfully, your friend & obedient servant, 
L.S. 
